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SPECIAL FEATURE INTRODUCTION

CRITICAL VOICES
Humor, Irony, and Passion
in the Literary Critics of the
Long Eighteenth Century
Philip Smallwood, Editor
We recognize that the power of the best hterary criticism is
inseparable from the effect on us of a sense of the critic's
distinctive voice, avoice that is both impressively "achieved"yet
irresistibly "natural"—one thinks of, say, Empson's most
delicate discriminations, or the combination of self-conscious
gravitas and engaged modernity in Trilling. — Stefan Collini,
"The Critic as Journalist: Leavis after Scrutiny"

oets rather more often than critics may talk routinely of
having a "voice," or of finding one. In his Essay on Criticism
of 1711, the young Alexander Pope asked of all who
thereafter came to practice or appraise the art of poetical criticism that
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they should on no account "in the Critick let the

be lost!"—an appeal

from which I infer that the past of literary criticism, the past composed of
the kind of writers that we with Pope call critics, a past productive of texts
of evaluation and interpretation, of analysis, opinion, and theory, of loud
appreciation or murmured dissent, may also ideally resonate with the
imaginable individual voice of the literary critic. And if this intimation
about how we apprehend both the poetical and the critical holds water, it
follows that to have a more fully animated experience of the critical
past—to make its chronological remoteness dialectically connected to the
critical life of today—cannot be to engage only thestory that is resurrected
and replayed historically by the so-called history of ideas—by intellectual
history, the history of the kind that leads from the classic to the romantic,
from Enlightenment to anti-Enlightenment, from one set of unbodied
concepts or gestalts to the next; it is, rather, I suggest, to read the critical
past in stronger continuity with the poetry that criticism of poetry turns
upon—and to listen out, as one therefore must, for a more personalized
critical presence. By following the curves of critical expression as they are
intoned in both major and minor writings, the essays of this special feature
suggest the covert pact between the critical writer and the reader of
criticism, the whispered observation upon the thing that is said, that grain
of salt or grit, that spice or sweetener, which modifies, softens, hardens,
undercuts, reinforces, reverses, the content or "statement-meaning" of a
critical statement. The tone of a critical text resembles that of a literary
work in that it evokes an auditory image of the critic which could be pic
tured (and in some cartoons of the period actually is), and a critical history
which overlooks this double-articulateness, this modulation by the sound
of the saying of the sense of the said, will seem to have half the story.
The essays in this special feature on "Critical Voices" are sensitive to
the tonal variety of critical writing in the long eighteenth century, and in
ways which are designed to enrich our sense of the period's criticalhistorical relations; to suggest a "sound vision," the outline of a picture in
the mind as it were, of a series of critical personalities and genres. Tom
Mason commences the sequence of essays by providing on these terms an
account of thework of a seventeenth-century poet who has been verylittle
appreciated for his criticism since the eighteenth century, when his
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reputation, and most notably his philosophic gaiety of spirit, was
recovered in a famous essay by Samuel Johnson. The "amiability" of
Cowley, as Mason calls it, picking up on the appraisal of Wordsworth, is
consequential in a more general way for the manners and the timbre of
critical discourse, as for our image of the criticalsensibility that informs it.
It is a quality suggestive of the engagement of poets with poetry in their
role as critics, and not only with poetry but in poetical form, and through
the alternation of poetry with prose as one world of expression breaks
open into the territory of the next. Cowley's "amiability" explains the
extraordinary fondness of a whole tradition of eighteenth-century poets
up to and including Wordsworth for the unfailing vitality of Cowley's
voice, and it brings into perspective the numerous borrowings from his
work that illustrate the clandestine debt exposed by Mason's essay.
Whenever the talk is of the "Neoclassical Theory" of criticism, or of "PreRomanticism," or of the "Classic to Romantic," Mason's reflections on
Cowley's poetry about poetry (and his prose) reinstate his writings within
the history of Augustan criticism on terms that it is timely to revive.
Next, in an essay on the literary criticism to be found in the
"paratexts" of seventeenth-century dramatic dedications to patrons, David
Roberts relates the voice of criticism to the social and cultural contexts of
dramatic writing. These contexts, he suggests, are circumambient in the
act of judgment and appreciation, and they define the very particular
position, vis-k-vis the dramatic text and the reader, of both the dedicator
of a new play for the stage, and of its dedicatee. Drawing on modern
critical theory on the nature of the textual (including the thought of
Jacques Derrida apropos the form of the circumfession), Roberts points out
the very great strain that playwrights of the period experienced with the
composition of their dedications, and he explains the place of the hybrid
dedicatory text within the history of criticism and as an incentive to criti
cism. While revealing how dedications function as "sites of anxiety" that
assist in the Restoration construction of authorship, Roberts reflects
moreover on the difficulty that modern readers have had—compared with
seventeenth-century audiences—in hearing (or rather in overhearing
through the contempoary "din of politics") the distinctive tones of the
dedicatory critic.
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A further concerted focus on Restoration criticism, and a return
from drama to poetry, appears in the succeeding essay, by Cedric Reverand
II, who discusses Dryden's criticism by exploringhis ambitions to write an
English epic, his failure to do so, and the critical issues that accompany
that effort. He illuminates, in particular, the critical attitudes revealed in
the eloquence and intimate humanity of the essays in which these issues
are discussed, and suggests how Dryden's explorations of the possibilities
of epic recreation cherished in his early career found their destination at
the very end of his life in the freer, English, form of Fables Ancient and
Modern. Reverand sees the critical difficulties that Dryden for a long time
labored beneath successfully resolved in the "spacious" mode (having its
own kind of epic and comprehensive proportions) of Dryden's verse
translation, and in the accommodations made by his cultural "transfor
mation" of classical epic, where the wit and comedy of Dryden's native
English culture have so much importance.
Min Wild's essay on "The Bottom of All Things" then shifts the
attention away from such axial critical-historical figures to the subculture
ofmid-eighteenth-century periodical criticism, to a ventriloquized female
critical voice, and to the developing range of that later, anti-heroical,
genre. She challenges the traditional thesis that the periodical was
uniformly a vehicle for the inculcation of good manners, gentility, and
decorum in the period by reference to the often hilarious contents of
Christopher Smart's periodical The Midwife, and by illustrating the very
ungentility, and scatological extremism, of its characteristic critical mode.
My own essay, on "Voice and Laughter" in Johnson's criticism, is
written—compatibly with this—in contravention of the established
emphasis on Johnson's seriousness and solemnity as a critical theorist, and
suggests a role for Johnson in the history of criticism outside the history
of ideas. I draw attention to the sheer persistence of comedy, irony, and
humor in Johnson's major critical writing, to the special note that his
criticism sounds (as distinct from the system of ideas that he left behind
him), and I highlight the coherence and attractiveness of the image of
Johnson as critic that arises from his range of critical tones. This is, I
suggest, an image of the man in the words of the critic that is available only
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in part from the pages of Boswell's Life,and which transcendsJohnson's
satirical "training" as poet in the metrical imitation of Juvenal.
In the final essay in this series, Adam Rounce discusses the rather
different critical temperament that emerges from a reading of the
"enthusiasm" of Johnson's younger contemporary Joseph Warton.
Warton, like Johnson, Rounce suggests, has been subjected to repeated
simplification by his modern commentators, and his critical views on the
poetry of Pope, in particular, have been seriously misrepresented.
Warton's character of Pope as a poet of wit and of satire does not
automatically imply that he thought Pope's poetry of a lower kind, and
should not disguise the "ardor and gusto" of his critical voice, nor his
enthusiastic relish for Pope, nor the lightness with which his learning was
worn, nor Warton's lack of critical self-importance in relaying it. Only in
the later stages of his critical career does this enthusiasm seem to flag, to
become more strident and defensive. Centrally, Rounce argues, Warton's
ctiticA Essay on Pope, though a highly digressive work, was both intended
and received as literature in its own right.
A work of criticism is aligned with a work of literature in one
important sense that all the essays in this collection bring to the fore: the
relations of pitch, stress, and intonation within the critical text, from
which the meaning of any judgment, celebration, damnation, persuasion,
theorization, or interpretation, must be derived, are supplied by our own
voice when we read the text in question (even when our reading is silent).
These qualities are not marked in the text of criticism but are brought to
the text by the traditions of articulation in English that criticism shares
with literature. Granted that the use of capitals and italics on the
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century critical page can perform this
function in part (as it does commonly in the poetry of the period); so too,
to a certain extent, the patterning in a piece of critical prose of any period
is achieved by the arrangement of paragraphs, and by its scheme of
punctuation, or sectional divisions—to navigate the silent reader through
the imagined patterns of sound; but the effect that this special feature on
"Critical Voices" is designed to bring to light, is on the whole a conse
quence of knowing the rhythms and speech patterns of English at an
intimate level. Without this sensitivity to the expression, this elocutionary

188

1650-1850

intuitiveness, this sense of the spoken quality of a piece of critical writing
in its weight and sound organization—that which determines the image
of the critic responsible for it—we cannot fully understand criticism from
the eighteenth-century past, and without understanding it, we cannot
place it in historical time. We cannot, intelligibly or accurately, write
critical histories in which it appears.

